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ABSTRACT

In this 2021 Nulungu Reconciliation lecture, Dr Robert
Isaacs AM OAM will explore the meaning of reconciliation
and the lessons of his personal journey in two worlds.
As part of the Stolen Generation, and born at the dawn
of the formal Aboriginal Rights Movement, this lecture
outlines the changing social attitudes through the eyes
of the lived experience and the evolving national policy
framework that has sought to manage, then heal, the
wounds that divided a nation.
Aspirations of self-determination, assimilation and
reconciliation are investigated to unpack the intent
versus the outcome, and why the deep challenges
not only still exist, but in some locations the divide is
growing.
The Kimberley is an Aboriginal rights location of global
relevance with Noonkanbah at the beating heart. The
Kimberley now has 93 percent of the land determined
through Native Title yet the Kimberley is home to
extreme disadvantage, abuse and hopelessness. Our
government agencies are working “nine-to-five” but our
youth, by their own declaration, are committing suicide
out of official government hours. The theme of the
Kimberley underpins this lecture.
This is the journey of a man that was of two worlds
but now walks with the story of five - the child of the
Bibilmum Noongar language group and the boy that
was stolen. The man that became a policy leader and
the father of a Yawuru-Bibilmum-Noongar family and the
proud great-grandson that finally saw the recognition of
the courageous act of saving fifty shipwrecked survivors
in 1876.

INTRODUCTION
The Nulungu Reconciliation Lecture Series was first
launched in August 2008 to coincide with the launch of
the Nulungu Research Institute.
The lecture series was established to provide a public
avenue space for prominent Aboriginal speakers
to contribute to ongoing discussions relating to
Reconciliation and how Reconciliation might be achieved
in the context of the Kimberley, and beyond.
The Nulungu Reconciliation Lecture has attracted
speakers such as The Honorable Ben Wyatt MLA (WA
State Government Treasurer);
Professor Mick Dodson AM (Director of the National
Centre for Indigenous Studies ANU); Mick Gooda (Royal
Commissioner – Child Protection and Youth Detention
Systems in the Northern Territory); and June Oscar
AO (Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Justice
Commissioner).
On Thursday 26 August 2021, Dr Robert Isaacs presented
the 2021 Nulungu Reconciliation Lecture. Speaking of
his own journey of reconciliation following the recent
release of his book, Two Cultures One Story, the lecture
presented on that evening is shared here.

Figure 1 Dr Robert Isaacs presenting the 2021 Nulungu Reconciliation Lecture
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2021 NULUNGU
RECONCILIATION LECTURE
Kaya – Welcome – Wooja Noongar Boojir
Thank you for having me today and thank you for that
introduction.
Can I begin today by paying my respects to the Yawuru,
the traditional owners of Rubibi the place that is now
known as Broome. I thank them for allowing me on their
country. I salute the Elders who are here today, those that
have gone before us, and those who are yet to come.
I also pay respect to my wife, Theresa Isaacs (nee Roe) a
Doon’gee Yawura Aboriginal Elder from the Ngurlibadu
Yawurungany Wamba language group in Broome.
I would also like to acknowledge the Nulungu Research
Institute and the
Trustees of the University and the Board of Directors of
the University of Notre Dame in Broome.
I am delighted to be here today to share my
Reconciliation journey and the lessons that I have learnt.
Reconciliation is a complex and personal journey as much
as it is a state, territory and national policy priority, so I
want to give you some insight into my own journey and
my reflections on what this means for our current and
future generations.

It’s about acknowledging what’s happened between
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and other
Australians in the past, remedying the hurts and
wrongdoings in a practical way, and working together to
move forward.
Reconciliation has been the underlying theme in each
area of my work. Work that has spanned many sectors education, health, housing, justice, commerce, mining,
land rights, employment and local government.
Every initiative, program, negotiation and piece of work
has been part of my reconciliation effort.
I’ve been part of conversations around the Uluru
Statement and call for a Treaty, and these are great
examples of how we can move forward in a practical
manner.
A Treaty - now that would be reconciliation enshrined
in white man’s law and black fella lore, a public
acknowledgement of what has happened in the past, and
a formal mechanism to ensure that Aboriginal and nonAboriginal people can continue to build relationships and
walk that bridge together.
A bridge not towards each other, but hand in hand
towards the future.
I spent time with the Māori Queen - Te Arikinui Dame Te
Atairangikaahu. My only regret was I did not talk in more

The Oxford Dictionary describes reconciliation as an end
to a disagreement or conflict with somebody and the
start of a good relationship.
You could say that’s what my life’s work has been about.
We often forget that reconciliation isn’t just a “thing”, or a
singular “action”.
It’s not just one piece of work, a policy, a treaty, a
statement, or an apology.
It’s all of those things, and many more. Reconciliation is
about building trust, reflect, and respect.
4

Figure 2 Robert and Theresa Isaacs with UNDA Chancellor Chris Ellison

detail about their treaty and the impact for their people.
On my country we now have the Southwest Native Title
Settlement which is the largest native title settlement in
Australian history.
It is enshrined through the Noongar (Koorah, Nitja,
Boordahwan) (Past, Present, Future) Recognition Act
2016. The six Indigenous Land Use Agreements (ILUAs)
comprising the Settlement formally commenced this
year.
In the Kimberley, the vast majority of these beautiful
lands have now been assessed through the Native
Title process, however the fight for compensation and
effective economic rights to our land and control of our
heritage sites continues.
This month we saw protests in parliament by the
Kimberley Land Council on their rights to manage their
heritage and their lands.

Sadly, so many young Aboriginal children do not get
to see the light beyond the dysfunction and their
aspirations are stunted to a dim shadow of what they
could be because they have nothing to aspire to, no role
models to talk to, and all too often no access to love and
guidance.
Today I am a proud Aboriginal Elder from the WhadjukBibilmum Wardandi Noongar language group but my
journey began before I was born.
My story began with the mother I never knew, a child of
the Stolen Generation.
My youth was shaped by the policies of a misguided
white Australia, policies that upheld discriminatory
legislation.
It’s a journey that began the same way for thousands of
Aboriginal people.

The journey of Aboriginal people across this great land
of Australia is splinted, personal and certainly not a
homogeneous experience.

I was born at King Edward Hospital in Subiaco, taken from
my Aboriginal mother at just six months old and raised in
institutions.

For me, my journey of reconciliation began with the clang
of a gate at Clontarf Boys Town.

I was first sent to St Joseph’s Orphanage in Subiaco, a
foundling home run by the Catholic nuns. When I was
four, I was moved to Castledere Boys Home, then at the
age of seven I was sent to Clontarf Boys Town, where the
Christian Brothers looked after around 250 boys. Most of
them were brought over from the United Kingdom under
the controversial Child Migrant Scheme.

To be told never to come back.
To feel the weight of tomorrow on my shoulders at just 17
years old.
I was lucky. I had been taught to read and write and I had
a healthy respect of discipline instilled in me by liberal
use of the cane – and fists.
I had also experienced “the other side,” where loving
foster families showed me how my future could look –
with hard work. Plenty of nice food to eat, good clothes
to wear, and love and affection all round.
It was so different to my life; it was my aspiration.
When that gate clanged shut, I had a decision to make.
How could I achieve the only picture of success I’d ever
seen? The life that I aspired to.

About eight of us were Aboriginal - but I didn’t know it
then.
I didn’t know where I came from.
I barely knew my age.
I did know that I was good at sport, that the Christian
faith offered me comfort and a sense of belonging, and
that it was absolutely important to put my head down
and work hard.
Sport was my salvation, the church offered me a sense of
peace, but day in and day out it was hard yakka.
5

It was far from a childhood filled with tender love and
care. In fact, the early years were extremely hard. I grew
used to it though, so it was a shock when I was 17 to be
told to leave and never come back.
I felt betrayed, even though life was so hard. On
reflection, I had been given the basics of literacy and
numeracy, but I didn’t have a clue about life or social
skills.
Or a sense of identity which is so vital for resilience.
That sense of identity is what we all need so we can find
our place in this world.
A sense of identity is critical for our youth and our journey
as a people towards healing.
I ended up in a lodging house in East Perth, a derelict
area where I was surrounded by poverty-stricken men
and women, many of them alcoholics and victims of
broken families.
I decided I could not, would not, be like them.
That was step one of my journey towards reconciliation –
to leave the burden of the past behind.
I put my best foot forward and went out to find a

Figure 3 Preparing for the event
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job. I found the Catholic Welfare Commission up in St
Mary’s Cathedral, and a woman there advised me to
apply to work as a salesperson in menswear at Ahern’s
Department store. Then I did a stint in the armed
services before applying to WAIT, now known as Curtin
University, where I undertook tertiary studies in Business
Administration.
I didn’t think I was a particularly good student but
somehow, I caught the attention of some lecturers,
including Professor Ray Moreland, and was selected as
one of five students to win a Rotary Scholarship. That
scholarship took me to Brigham Young University Salt
Lake City in Utah, America.
I was studying public policy at the time, and here I saw
policy and government in action. We covered health,
legislation, business administration and social studies.
But what really interested me was our threemonth
rotation living on reservations in Colorado with the
Navaho Indians. I learnt about Indian affairs, broken
families, governance and the politics. I discovered how
the concepts of self-determination could ensure that
Indian programs had a long-lasting effect, and how
important it was to involve Indian people in developing
and running programs for themselves.
When I came back to Australia, I finished my studies and
took on my first role in the public sector as an Aboriginal

Figure 4 Presenting the Nulungu Reconciliation Lecture

Health Worker in East Perth.
At the time, it was an urban slum full of overcrowded
private lodging houses and low-cost rentals.
One sunny Wednesday I knocked on the door of a lady
named Elizabeth. She stared at me, looked at my name
badge and said, “You’re an Isaacs”.
“ Yes.” I replied.
“I know your family” she said to me.
I was in shock.
She asked me to come back on a Friday at 12pm. I went
back to her house, and then she took me down to a soup
kitchen around the corner on Beaufort Street.
The woman running the soup kitchen introduced herself
as my Aunty Elizabeth Isaacs. She took one look at me
and said, “You’re one of us”.
That was Step Two on my journey towards reconciliation
– connection. Through her, I found my family- almost 20
of them lived in the old East Perth area, in a house on
Brown Street.
It was not an easy reunion, and it took years to meet
the rest of my family, but it has given me an identity, my

people, and a sense of my place in the world.
I gradually learnt what it meant to be a Noongar from the
Bibulman language group from the Southwest.
Step three was putting reconciliation into action.
It started with building bridges and relationships with the
right people. And to do that, you have to put aside the
hurts you feel. It’s ok to have those feelings - but it’s not
the thing that should be right at the front if you want to
put reconciliation into action.
So, I looked at the slums, I looked at the Aboriginal
people sitting in the parks and sleeping in benches, and I
saw that they too needed to be part of the reconciliation
process. I saw that Aboriginal people and government
representatives weren’t talking properly. There weren’t
any bridges, so, I went out to try and build t hem.
I did this first when I started the Aboriginal Medical
Service. I was working for the public service and saw
firsthand the disadvantage, the alcohol abuse, the
recurring crime. I saw people who couldn’t cope with the
stress, who had families and relationships breakdown,
living in horrible housing conditions.
I saw Aboriginal people engaged in seasonal labour
getting paid in alcohol instead of wages, young children
not getting immunised, and Aboriginal patients waiting
for hours on end until after all the white patients had
been seen to in hospitals. And Aboriginal people were
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passing away so early - at the age of 30.
That was not a pathway to reconciliation.
It was around the same time that I met and married
my wife Theresa, who also worked in the health sector.
Theresa was a nurse in Broome from the age of 16 and
grew through her career to help Aboriginal people
navigate the complex – and foreign – health system.
I saw the huge cultural divide that prevented Aboriginal
people from accessing services to help them - across
healthcare, education, housing and justice. Theresa
provided a sounding board for my ideas, and I continue
to thank and acknowledge her role in my journey and the
journey of so many others.
I saw that Aboriginal people and Western medical
providers didn’t know how to talk to each other. They
didn’t know how to bridge the gap in knowledge, culture
and experience.
The way to remedy this was to approach government,
recognising and accepting they had their processes, and
advocate for an Aboriginal Medical Service by clearly
laying out the benefits to all parties.
See, reconciliation is about mutual benefits and mutual
relationships.

Figure 5 Meeting UNDA Board member Peter Prenderville and
Chancellor Chris Ellison
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Sometimes we forget that part of it.
The benefit of the Aboriginal Medical Service was to have
an organisation that provided medical care to Aboriginal
people, eventually by Aboriginal people, that was run
by Aboriginal people. It was self-determining. It was
self-directed. But most importantly, it was reconciling the
differences between Western and Aboriginal knowledge,
culture and behaviours. This is reconciliation in action,
not just words.
We see it now in the architectural design of medical
facilities such as the Yura Yungi Medical Service Regional
Corporation facility in Halls Creek. There are separate
areas to recognise that Aboriginal culture requires
separation for some. The consulting rooms are large to
enable family to be with the patient during consultation
and the entire design provides a comforting familiarity.
In the 1970’s it was the simple recognition that some
Aboriginal people felt uncomfortable and nervous in
hospital beds and preferred to sleep on the floor. That
they were scared of Wajula ways – modern medicine.
When I started, dental care was a foreign concept
for many Aboriginal people - so I helped set up the
Aboriginal Medical Service Dental Clinic in 1975.
It is distressing to me to learn that in our remote
communities, whilst dental facilities are available, more
complex procedures are still being delayed until the
requirement for a general anesthetic justifies the flight to

Figure 6 Attendees at the event

Perth for treatment.
Frighteningly, the Kimberley also has other health issues
including Trachoma, a disease that causes blindness. We
are lagging behind countries such as Ghana, Cambodia,
Nepal and Oman which have now eliminated this disease.

It was a difficult time, but in the wake of the 1967
referendum - which granted Aboriginal people basic civil
rights - there were changes in the air.

How can we move towards reconciliation if we have
our children in remote communities potentially being
blinded by a preventable disease.

By the late 1970’s I was starting to make a name for
myself in Aboriginal Affairs. I was also learning how
committees could really effect positive change if they
were managed and run properly.

Along with my involvement in health programs, I
established the Aboriginal Interpreter Service and a
number of initiatives followed including the Wandering
Mission Aboriginal Alcohol Rehabilitation Centre and the
Aboriginal Education Development and Training Unit
within the Drug and Alcohol Authority.

I established the Aboriginal Advancement Council and
was then appointed by Federal Cabinet to the National
Aboriginal Employment Development Committee. There I
learnt even more about the gap between Aboriginal and
non-Aboriginal Australians, the cultural differences, and
the discrepancies in the way people accessed services.

I quickly discovered that the key was to avoid replicating
the services, rather to focus on providing those services
in a culturally appropriate manner. I saw that if the
services were set up and managed by Aboriginal people
- even if we used government funding - then they were
more likely to be well received by the wider Aboriginal
community.

Most importantly, I saw how a lack of education really
prevented Aboriginal people from working, holding a
job, having a safe place to live, and ultimately a happy,
healthy life free from violence and crime.

The challenge was, and still is today, that there simply
weren’t enough Aboriginal people working with
government, people who were able to understand and
work with both Aboriginal culture and government
process.

Being an educated Aboriginal, one who was willing to
embrace both traditional and Western ways, made me
stand out at that time. Through my work I had already
seen so much disadvantage and I was determined to
make a real difference in people’s lives.
In 1981, in the space of just one week, I was given two
cabinet appointments, to become the Chair of the
Aboriginal Housing Board and Chair of the Aboriginal
Lands Trust.

Figure 7 With attendees after the event

Figure 8 Entertainment was provided by Eric and Bart Pigram

I was also rapidly learning about government process,
networking and politics.
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I was also tasked with establishing an Aboriginal Housing
Board to resolve a chronic shortage in housing for all
disadvantaged people. WA had a waiting list of over
10,000 people needing housing, and a large proportion
of them were Aboriginal.

needed to house people.
Travelling across the state, I got to know both the people
and the legislation really well. It became very clear that
housing conditions were directly linked to education,
health and economic wellbeing. That still holds true
today.

Let me pause here to tell you that I see these
appointments as pivotal.

I also found out that Aboriginal people just didn’t
understand how to access government services.

If reconciliation is about building trust and respect,
my appointment to these roles was evidence of
reconciliation in action and became step four on my
journey.

And even if they did get a house, they didn’t understand
their responsibilities when it came to paying rent or
looking after the property as these were foreign concepts
to many of them.

You might consider boards and trusts toothless tigers.
Sometimes they are. But then and now, they are
important mechanisms. If, as an Aboriginal person, you
can put aside the hurts and be willing to engage in
white man’s education while fostering your own cultural
knowledge, these types of positions allow for real
reconciliation to happen.

I established the Rent Warranty Scheme and Rental
Assistance Program, modelled on a program run by the
South Australian Housing Trust. This direct debit system
ensured that rent would be taken out of an individual’s
welfare, benefit or salary payments before it could be
used on any other purchases.

At the time there were 1400 people working in the State
Housing Commission - and I was the only Aboriginal.
I worked under ten different housing and Aboriginal
Affairs ministers in Western Australia from 1980
until 1995, and while it was difficult, it was also an
exciting time. Aboriginal Affairs was being funded and
government was finally starting to see the value in
cross cultural awareness programs. And that, again, was
reconciliation in action. We didn’t call it that at the
time, but those programs came about because of the
willingness and ability of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal
Australians to acknowledge their differences and find a
way to work together.
By that stage, I saw reconciliation would only work if
Aboriginal people could bridge the gap in every area, but
you couldn’t do that without a starting point. For me, I
thought that starting point was a home. A secure place
to live, the foundation for being able to go to work and
school. A place where you could be safe.
The first thing I did was develop the Spot Purchase
Program - a new way of going out and buying
appropriate properties in areas where we desperately
10

As I travelled across the state, I saw how housing needs
were different in urban rural, and remote areas, and
developed the Village Remote Housing Program.
These programs gained traction quickly. I began working
towards developing an Aboriginal home ownership
scheme, which took nearly 10 years to become a reality.
It began as the Aboriginal Home Purchase Scheme and
over time has evolved into Keystart’s Social Lending
Program.
At the same time, I led negotiations for the Aboriginal
Lands Trust, an organisation that manages 29.8 million
hectares of Crown land that is set aside for the benefit
and use of Aboriginal people. I learned a great deal about
the legislation that governs how Aboriginals access and
use the land - and I also learned that most of the land
was poorly resourced and badly distributed. Through my
work, I earned a reputation for being able to negotiate
good outcomes and started to gain commercial
knowledge.
Money is inherently tied up with reconciliation, whether
we like it or not. Respecting the First Nation’s people’s
right to ancestral lands is tied to their wellbeing, both
financial and cultural, and is a primary consideration in

reconciliation actions.
Step five in my reconciliation journey was the realization
nearly forty years ago that money matters.
One of the things I was able to introduce was some of the
first ways of building relationships between Aboriginal
people and those who wanted to mine and use their
lands, particularly in remote areas.
This might be called land rights - but I think it’s also an
act towards reconciliation. Reconciling the competing
interests and ways of using the land that belonged to
First Nation people for thousands of years.
One night in 1983 I got a call from the Leonora Aboriginal
community, telling me there was a dozer drilling a hole
on their reserve. I then immediately contacted the
Minister’s office for Aboriginal Affairs.
I flew up the next day and found out I needed to start
talking to an American mining company, Harbour and
Lights.
It took nearly 6 months, but I was able to broker a deal
with them to secure jobs, housing and community
infrastructure for the local population.
We were able with the Commonwealth and State
Governments to construct new village housing at Nambi
Reserve.
I also negotiated the establishment of one of the first
community trusts to manage royalties from mining
activities.
Step six on the reconciliation journey for me was the
recognition that we cannot use our land in the way we
did before white Australians.
That we have to work with the Australia that we have
today and must encompass not just white and Aboriginal
Australians, but Australians of all colours, cultures and
creeds. That’s what I think is the future of reconciliation.
So, after the Leonara issue, people across the state
decided I was their negotiator, advocate and statesman.

Over the next ten years I was called up by all sorts of
people, from near and far, to help out with issues. I did
everything from mediating between feuding families
in Mt Barker to assisting police in calming down irate
Aboriginal protesters and preventing further civic
violence.
All of this exposure led me to become a Justice of the
Peace.
Then, and even now, Aboriginal people were overrepresented in the criminal justice system. Being a
Justice of the Peace has given me a chance to negotiate
culturally appropriate, positive sentencing practices for
Aboriginal people - such as recommending rehabilitation
programs and solutions that involve their whole family’s
wellbeing. The structures have changed and the use of
Justice of the Peace in court was phased out in Western
Australia last year.
I worked directly with offenders in prison, providing
them with education that they’ve never received before.
I believe that all Australians, regardless of race, have a
responsibility to abide by the law and I try to explain
fundamental concepts about justice and society. These
are concepts that they can struggle to understand.
I think it is important to recognize that Aboriginal people
are often disadvantaged by circumstances including
poverty, ongoing discrimination, cultural differences, and
the most important factor - their home life. They come
from overcrowded, ramshackle houses and struggling
families.
Substance abuse is rife, and truancy from school is very
common. They struggle to save money because they will
willingly give what they have to family members who ask
for it. Many of them don’t know anyone in their family
who has owned their own home. These disadvantages
should be recognised, but not used as an excuse to
continue to behave outside of our society’s laws. That’s
why reconciliation is important.
My work as a Justice of the Peace was very important
to my work in Aboriginal Affairs. I think it’s given me an
opportunity to really understand the disadvantage that
Aboriginal people experience as well as the underlying
11
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reasons.
After becoming involved in justice matters, I started
to take a greater interest in education and local
government, and in the early 90s I was appointed
Commissioner of the WA Catholic Education Commission
in order to bring an Aboriginal perspective to catholic
education.
I established the Catholic Education Aboriginal Council
and was appointed to ATSIC Regional Council for the
Perth region. However, one of my biggest achievements
at that time was to become the first Aboriginal person to
be elected as a Councillor, and then in 1997 the Deputy
Mayor, of the City of Gosnells. I received an honour to be
a Freeman of the City of Gosnells.
Step seven was to understand that Aboriginal
representation – a voice – in political decision-making
was essential.
It was a tough gig because at the time there were a
lot of social issues associated with the local Aboriginal
community some of whom would very visibly drink in
the local parks, and cause havoc in public spaces and
this in turn led to the whole community being branded
negatively.
I didn’t condone it, but I did try to address the underlying
social discrimination and poverty by pushing a
multicultural agenda. I even built improved relationships
with other ethnic groups including the local Islamic
community.

In 1993 I was appointed Senior Policy Advisor to the
Ministers for Housing and Aboriginal Affairs, and in 1994
they asked me to develop a policy for home ownership
for Aboriginal people. The policy was practical and
straightforward, and it was quickly approved.
A year later, when I’d left local and state politics entirely,
the Director General of the Department of Housing asked
me to set up the Aboriginal Home Ownership Scheme, or
Homeswest. I told them that the best model would be a
combination of social lending and education.
The scheme quickly became part of KeyStart Loans,
where I continued to work until I retired in 2019.
Culturally, home ownership was a foreign concept to
Aboriginal people, but things were changing. Many
wanted to own their homes however they faced
considerable barriers including intergenerational poverty,
high levels of depression and dysfunctional families.
Many were trapped in a cycle of trauma and anger over
past wrongs, but I focused on trying to help them move
past that, one homeowner at a time.
We started with simple information packs, and over the
years we tried and tested new ways of helping Aboriginal
people achieve home ownership.
Through education, counselling and financial assistance,
we helped well over four and a half thousand people –
one homeowner at a time.

It was a challenging eight years, but I’m proud of what I
did - and proud of being able to show other Aboriginal
people what they could aspire to.

Step nine was recognition that whilst policies and
programs may be broad, reconciliation happens one
person at a time.

When I left local government, I ran as an endorsed
candidate for State Government. But I quickly realised I
could make a bigger difference if I stayed out of politics
and focused my efforts on establishing Clontarf as a
school for Aboriginal students. I became Chair of their
Board and started discussions with key politicians and
community members.

And with Keystart’s social lending scheme was in place, I
was able to focus my efforts on Clontarf. The institution
where I was raised had shut down for some time, and I
led a series of negotiations and discussions to try and
create the first Aboriginal School for WA. The Christian
Brothers generously handed back the school buildings
and the land to the Noongar Aboriginal people of the
Perth area.

Step eight was to ensure that you choose your own best
pathway to support reconciliation.

I saw that as reconciliation working once again for the
13

betterment of our people.
Over the years we built accommodation for students from
the bush, opening up Clontarf to all Aboriginal students
from across WA. We were honoured to be the school
that Her Majesty the Queen visited when she Western
Australia in 2011, opening the new accommodation for
the Aboriginal students.
When Colin Barnett was appointed Premier in 2008 the
state government gave us $2 million in funding, the
Catholic Education Office gave us $3 million, and we got
support from the Indigenous Land Corporation and BHP.
Today, Clontarf has more than 160 students aged from
14 years old and offers excellent sports, music, arts
and health education programs. It’s in high demand because it’s the first school run for Aboriginal people, by
Aboriginal people.
Our graduates have gone on to become doctors,
accountants, business owners, tradespeople, teachers,
musicians, artists and sporting legends.
There were other things I’ve done since then, and I’ve
been called on to advise and assist in all sorts of matters.
And they all seem to be linked to reconciliation.
For example, I was asked to put forward an objection and
recommendation to State Cabinet that the collective term
indigenous be replaced with Aboriginal or Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander.
It’s a matter of identity, and the language we use.
Indigenous is often a verb, used in the context of
“Indigenous to...”. It’s important that we honour and
respect people with their chosen names, and if we can’t
refer to each person by their individual tribe or language
group, this is the next best option.
My recommendation was approved, and the term
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander is now used in all
government documentation and references.
My work with the Australia Day Council is another
area where I have, up until recently, worked towards,
reconciliation. At the Council, reconciliation is a daily
imperative. It underpins the work they do not just with
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and for Aboriginal people, but for all Australians. I’m a
firm believer that whatever the date, Australia Day is
all about reconciling, respecting and celebrating our
differences, histories and cultures.
It’s about saying yes, this is what happened to Australia’s
people in the past, and this is where we are today, and
this is how we are going to move forward and become
the best we can possibly be, individually and collectively.
And that brings us to reconciliation today. I think where
we are now is a culmination of the work I, and many
other Aboriginal people, have been part of over the years.
And we can look to that experience to tell us what has
worked, and what hasn’t, and use it moving forward.
Step ten is the recognition that the reconciliation journey
will continue for my lifetime and beyond, and I will
continue to strive to support others on their journey.
It is with great pleasure and pride that I can stand in front
of you today and tell you that a great deal has changed for the better - in my lifetime.
However, that change is not uniform. The gap for some
is widening and sadly the Kimberley is part of that
widening gap.
You all know about the challenges Aboriginal people
face. The Kimberley has close to 50 percent of the
population identifying as Aboriginal. 1 We also
have statistically some of the most disadvantaged
communities in Australia.2
For some, the situation is improving.
For those on the peninsula, the Aboriginal procurement
policy has seen many local businesses participate in the
construction of the Broome Cape-Leveque Road and this
model is being replicated on the Tanami, Gordon and
Duncan Roads.
This business approach is positive and creates the vitally
important role models.
1
ABS 3238.0.55.001, Estimates of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
Australians, June 2016 (Released August 2018). (note: Aboriginal Population,
18,149; Non-Aboriginal Population, 18,245).
2
ABS 2033055001, Index of Relative Advantage and Disadvantage,
Local Government Area, Indexes, SEIFA 2016.

But we also have disenfranchised youth.
I was lucky in many ways. I had the culture and the faith
of Catholicism that provided a foundation stone for me. I
believe that children cannot grow in a cultural vacuum,
or sadly they will fill that vacuum with whatever is
accessible.
This has seen some of our youth turning to the violent
disfunction of the gangster culture permeating Facebook
and infiltrating into some of our remote communities.
Feedback is children as young as four years old are
present during crimes of vandalism and destruction with
the level of car theft sadly resulting in death and serious
injury of our children.
Domestic violence is reaching record levels.
And our rate of youth suicide is unacceptable – no
young life should be lost in this terrible way. Some of
our government agencies are working 9-5 but our youth,
by their own declaration, are committing suicide out of
official government hours.
We need to build resilience for our people, and I see that
as part of my role as deputy Chair Centrecare Broome.

child by child, youth by youth and family by family.
There are already some fantastic programs in the
Kimberley that are making a difference.
The Olabud Doogethu program in Halls Creek is the first
justice reinvestment program in Western Australia. The
program sees the Shire of Halls Creek, coming together
with the communities Balgo (Wirrimanu), Billiluna
(Mindibungu), Mulan, Ringer Soak (Kundat Djaru),
Warmun (Turkey Creek), Yiyili, Red Hill, Mardiwah Loop,
Yardgee and Nicholson Block with the support of Social
Reinvestment WA, a coalition of NGO’s.
The program works through the diversion of resources
that would normally go into the prison system to
prevention and diversion activities for youth and the
creation of job pathways. This is based on a program
in Texas which saved $443 million of government
expenditure in 2008/2009 and in 2012 closed a prison for
the first time. 4
Early results in Halls Creek showed a 58% reduction in
burglaries, a 35% reduction in stolen motor vehicles and
a 28% reduction in stealing offences.5

But our system is urban centric, so our youth have
abandoned educational pathways at an alarming rate.
30% school attendance is not an acceptable foundation
for our youth. 3

The Youth Engagement Night Officers have become a
circuit breaker and are supporting school attendance
with Aboriginal Elders walking the streets at night,
engaging with the local children and youth then
importantly telling them to go home at 9pm so that they
can get up for school the next day.

How can they build a pathway towards reconciliation
when they cannot read and write?

Night patrols and diversion programs are running across
Derby, Fitzroy Crossing, Kununurra and Wyndham.

How can they take advantage of the growing
entrepreneurial opportunities if they cannot count?

Feedback is that participation rates are high with
hundreds of children spending the evening playing
games and being fed.

How can they heal, participate in our society and in
reconciliation if their experience is dominated by violence
and dysfunction.
There is strong awareness that doing the same thing
over and over again will not lead to different outcomes.
We must be innovative, we must recognise cultural
imperatives and those things that will make a difference,
3
Extract from Hansard, COUNCIL — Thursday, 27 May 2021, p880c882a Hon Neil Thomson; Hon Sue Ellery

The challenge is the small percentage that are on the
streets and engaged in negative activities – from rock
throwing where truck drivers fear for their lives through
to wanton acts of vandalism.
4
Olabud Doogethu, Smart Justice in the Heart of the Kimberley P.
10 https://olabuddoogethu.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/prospectusbooklet-olabud_WEB.pdf
5
WAPol crime statistics from Halls Creek Police, published by
Olabud Doogethu, Smart Justice in the Heart of the Kimberley P. 4 https://
olabuddoogethu.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/prospectus-bookletolabud_WEB.pdf
15

There is a thin and difficult line to tread between
ensuring that there are consequences for actions
without setting these young people on a track towards
incarceration, substance abuse and violence.

In January this year, my great-grandfather’s heroic actions
were cemented into history with a new locality in the
Southwest to be called Yebble, my great grandfather’s
traditional name.

The most important thing is that we recognise that this is
not – no matter how much we would like it to be – about
giant strides, rather continuous progress step-by-step-bystep, person by person and family by family.

I am proud of my children and their personal
achievements. Dr Kim Isaacs is a well-known medical
practitioner and Renee Isaacs has a senior role in the
aviation industry. I am delighted that they have both
chosen to carry forward the family name of Isaacs.

We should celebrate our success stories whilst continuing
to work with our more troubled youth. Programs such as
the Kimberley Girl and sports engagement, such as those
run through Clontarf, also play a major role in giving our
youth self-respect and dignity.
Businesses have a key role in reconciliation, especially in
the Kimberley.
It is wonderful to see local companies, such as Sheffield
Resources Limited, being pro-active. They have pledged
to build Aboriginal workplace participation to 40% within
the first eight years of operation.6 In Halls Creek, 11
paid traineeships were awarded to Senior High school
graduates by the Shire.7
These program and activities are practical steps that will
help close the gap and support people on their own
journey of reconciliation.

Whilst this evolved over time it was the head of power
that saw me taken from my parents.
The Chief Protector was the legal guardian of every
Aboriginal child in Western Australia to the age of 16
years and had the power to remove children from
their families and place them in homes as part of the
assimilation process.
Unfortunately, protection was not part of the plan.

I have a deep pride in my family, the culture that I come
from and the man I have become.

I did not see a welfare officer at any time during my
involuntary stay at Clontarf.

It was a gift delivered to me as a grown man that allowed
me to pass that pride through to my children.

I have permanent hearing loss inflicted by the blows of
one of the Christian Brothers.

My great-grandfather Samuel Isaacs has now been
publicly recognised for his heroic act 100 years ago when
he rescued 54 people from rough seas at Redgate Beach
when the SS Georgette became shipwrecked.

The clang of the gate when I turned 17 reflected my
release from “protection,” but with deep wounds to my
body and identity took time to heal.

In recognition of his heroism, he was granted full title to
Location 243 and became the first Aboriginal landowner
under the British land title system.
6
http://www.sheffieldresources.com.au/irm/PDF/69847120-458a404e-a7ee-74443ef88ad5/OurPledgetotheKimberleyCommunity
7
Shire of Halls Creek, Presentation to the WALGA State Council
Regional Meeting 2 September 2021 slide 8.
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This pride in my family causes me to reflect on the policy
journey that we have been on since my great-grandfather
was born in 1845. It was only eight years prior to his
birth that a British Select Committee examined the
treatment of Indigenous people in all British colonies
and recommended that ‘Protectors of Aborigines’ be
appointed in Australia.

Assimilation and like most policies, had some good
aspects. Funding increased for health, education and
housing – although from a low base, but ultimately
the assimilation policy was about the destruction of
Aboriginal
Culture to the extent that I did not even know that I was
Aboriginal growing up.
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The policy framework then tilted to Integration. After
1962 I could legally vote and by 1967, I could finally be
counted in the Census.
The land rights movement followed with a policy
framework of self-determination.
These were not just policy milestones; they were
personally important and impacted in a meaningful way
on many lives.
I worked hard with so many leaders across the following
decades, from Hon Fred Chaney, former Federal Minister
for Aboriginal Affairs and the Anglican Archbishop of
Perth, Peter Carnley to lobbying the Keating Government
on the establishment of a state body. I managed
to secure a million dollars from the Richard Court
government for a mobile education van and materials
and fought across every succeeding government for a
better deal for Aboriginal people.
The 10 steps I have outlined in my reconciliation journey
are just that, my steps. Yours will be different.
Today we have an evolving language and policy
framework around reconciliation – the voice to
parliament, reconciliation action plans and the new
iteration – Cultural Security Frameworks. The Cultural
Security Frameworks provide a clear pathway for
acknowledging and working with Aboriginal people.
In the Kimberley, whilst many of the housing and social
indicators lag tragically behind, the need to secure the
culture and language is elemental and is in the hearts
and minds of so many Aboriginal people.
It is also complicated, with many nations and multigenerational communities living on lands where they
have no recognised Traditional Owner rights.
I’m a Noongar man and I know that while I am a proud
Aboriginal elder and I have worked with Aboriginal
people from across these lands, living in the Kimberley
in retirement has shown me that it’s important that not
just Aboriginal people, but the people of this land in
particular, have to manage reconciliation in their own
way.
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I am happy to support and enable and advise, but it’s not
up to me.
You, the people right here in this room, have the power
to inspire others, to support economic development and
bring prosperity and positive change – in our own way –
right across the community.
You are the bridge builders, regardless of which shore
you are from.
You are the ones that can provide the light, the
inspiration and the pathway forward.
Reconciliation is not just about public policy; it is about
every decision we - in this room and beyond - make and
every decision that we can influence going forward.
We must have housing that is fit for purpose, there
should be no tolerance for excuses about why this is not
being delivered.
We must find a way to make education meaningful for
our remote youth and rebuild the foundation of culture,
identity and pride. This is a priority – we must save our
youth, or we have no future.
We should not be afraid of innovation and different
approaches to education as it is not acceptable for our
Aboriginal school leavers to be illiterate.

Our culture and our language must be promoted. Not
just because it is good for Aboriginal people but because
it is good for all Australians to share in the pride of the
oldest living culture in the world.
And we must address our dire health issues.
It is not acceptable to have third world diseases, such as
Trachoma, in our communities.
It is not acceptable to ignore dental problems until they
become bad enough for a general anaesthetic.
We must have dialysis units available close to family
and we should ensure that our expectant mothers have
access to the services they require.
Finally, I want to talk about reconciliation in the face of a
pandemic.
A COVID-19 pandemic that could be catastrophic for
our local Aboriginal people as so many communities are
lagging behind in their vaccination rates.
My wife and I have spent a lifetime advocating for the
health of Aboriginal people and my heart goes out to
the Elders who are trying to provide leadership in this
complex period.
This virus has no prejudice – it does not discriminate. This
is not a white person disease. In the NSW crisis Aboriginal
people are experiencing disproportionately higher rates
of infection and hospital admission.
In Dubbo NSW – only 186km west of Sydney, it has been
reported that seven out of 10 of those diagnosed with
the virus are Aboriginal people and it is understood that
nearly half of those are Aboriginal children and teenagers
aged between 10 and 19.8
COVID positive cases have been reported in Wilcannia,
a small town 500km west of Dubbo, a town with nearly
70% of people identifying as Aboriginal. The chronic
housing shortage provides an additional transmission
risk in Wilcannia.
8
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/8/20/aboriginal-people-innsw-face-covid-crisis-within-a-crisis

In the Kimberley we have already seen an increase
in overcrowding and associated social problems as
many people returned to community at the start of
the pandemic. Without a rapid increase in housing
availability, this situation will become intolerable.
If COVID gets into any community it will be catastrophic
But how can you isolate in community while you wait for
a test which may take days?
We also see in the Kimberley – and likely other places –
that tourist penetration into communities is continuing.
The Police are being vigilant, but the distances are huge,
and it only takes one positive case for the virus to be let
loose amongst our most vulnerable.
My wife and I have been vaccinated – and we encourage
everybody to fight miss information and to fight for
improved housing to remote housing as part of the State
of Emergency.
I want to acknowledge the many Aboriginal health
services that are working to ensure that there is culturally
appropriate access to health services to deliver the vital
information and vaccinations, and that misinformation is
countered with fact.
Aboriginal people have a role to play in their own destiny
and with COVID this is very much the case, but they need
help.
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Thank you

References
Fighting COVID penetration into our communities and
COVID resilience is reconciliation in action.

It is a symbol of historic housing inadequacies, poor
health and despair brought into sharp focus a real and
present threat.
If you take away any message from this presentation
tonight, it is that Aboriginal people are standing in the
shadow of a new crisis.
We, as the Australian community, must join together as
one to protect our vulnerable Aboriginal populations.
As Aboriginal people we are not alone in our journey
however we are in a unique position to lead meaningful
reconciliation through listening, educating, mentoring
and supporting all Australians as we build our future
together.
In closing, if you want to know more of my story, I have
released a book which is available through the Magabala
and the bookstore in Chinatown.
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